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Vernal Pool Classification

Project Description

The objective of this project is to complete a comprehensive survey of vernal pool vegetation throughout California
in order to create a classification key to all vernal pool associations. Support from the Resource Assessment
Program will allow the completion of a third season of field sampling and associated data entry, data quality control
and data analysis. During the third field season, approximately 500 plots in 200 pools will be sampled in Southern
California, along the central coast between Santa Barbara and Monterey, and the southernmost part of the San
Joaquin Valley. This data will be combined with data gathered during previous survey efforts (1500 plots within 400
vernal pools), in order to develop vernal pool classification descriptions and keys. The vernal pool classification will
be directed for use by agency personnel and consultants who deal with management and evaluation
considerations on a daily basis.

Accomplishments

All field sampling has been completed. During three field seasons 2000+ plots were sampled within 400+ pools, in
70 vernal pool complexes throughout 25 counties in California. An additional 267 plots of upland vegetation were
also sampled. Complete censuses of plant species, pool dimensions, hydrology, soil chemistry, depth to
impervious layer, soil series, and geologic parent material were conducted. Using the statistical program Megatab
to detect patterns in species presence and abundance, survey information from 728 relevés parsed the pools into
16 distinct community types.

Findings/Observations/Issues

The results of this study showed that most vernal pools are comprised of two to three distinct community types,
each occupying a different micro-environmental niche within the pool. Most listed taxa were tightly affiliated with
only a few associations, and the distribution of these could be predicted with high probability based on the
community type and vernal pool region. Previous vernal pool sampling methods treated each pool as a single unit.
However, this study underscores the importance of “deconstructing” pools into smaller community type units to
determine conservation value. Two journal publications have resulted from this research thus far: 1) Barbour, M.,
et al. 2003. Vernal pool vegetation of California: variation within pools. Madrofio 50:129-146, and 2) Barbour M., et
al. 2004. Vernal pool vegetation of California: order Lasthenietalia glaberrimae. Phytocoenologia (in-press).
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Dr. Michael Barbour = Contact UC Davis Department of Environmental Horticulture
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